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the author to convey a story that demanded a scrupulous commitment to meticulous
detail, accuracy, and honesty.
J. Edwin Benton
University of South Florida

A History of the Kennedy Space Center. By Kenneth Lipartito and Orville R. Butler.
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2007. xiii, 478 pp. Preface, acknowledgments,
abbreviations, B&W illustrations, notes, notes on the sources, index. $39.95 cloth)
Final Countdown: NASA and the End of the Space Shuttle Program. By Pat Duggins.
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2007. xi, 249 pp. Acknowledgments, prologue,
B&W illustrations, epilogue, notes, suggested reading, index. $24.95 cloth)
These two volumes represent an interesting attempt by the University Press
of Florida to become engaged in publishing space history and policy in a manner
accessible to the general public and those interested in exploring an important
part of Florida’s recent history. These two volumes complement each other in an
interesting way, combining history into a discussion of current events even though
their approaches differ. The first, A History of the Kennedy Space Center, is a product
of NASA’s excellent program in space history--an effort that combines technically
oriented historical reconstructions of the past with an implicit advocacy function of
convincing the public to support the space program. What occurs in these pages is
an organizational history of the Kennedy Space Center (KSC), the point of the spear
in U.S. civil space activities, since for NASA almost all missions begin there with the
launch of spacecraft and humans into outer space. This history might be better titled
“Kennedy Space Center’s History in Human Spaceflight,” since the bulk of the book
deals with the run up to the Apollo moon-landing program, with less attention paid
to the shuttle and beyond in KSC history. Apollo remains the lodestar for NASA--the
definitive, formative experience that it continues attempts to repeat.
The growth and development of the KSC is approached through a quasihistorical chronology, meaning that specific lines of activity are pursued, and then the
historical narrative doubles back to pick up another aspect of KSC’s development, and
through a theoretical framework drawn from organizational behavior literature. The
former is well done in terms of providing vignettes that illustrate the cultural changes
that the arrival of the space program had on both Florida and the organization as
it evolved over time. For example, labor unions came to the KSC and proved to
be more powerful than many realized at the time. This occurred despite the fact
that Florida is a “right-to-work” state. Likewise, the evolving role of women and
minorities is discussed in the context of a white male–dominated organization. The
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“hero” of the story of Apollo at the KSC is Kurt S. Debus, a member of Wernher
von Braun’s German rocket team, who moved from Germany to White Sands, New
Mexico, to Huntsville, Alabama, to the KSC. Von Braun’s vision of how a space
launch should work was based on his earlier formative experiences in Germany plus
the U.S. Air Force approach of contractor-based operations. This vision--and its
effect even after his departure in 1974 in the afterglow of the Apollo triumph--is
a major theme running through this book. What occurred was the melding of the
two different approaches, the German hands-on technical approach and the U.S.
Air Force reliance on contractors closely supervised by NASA. These approaches
represent differences not merely in approach but of culture--one very meticulous
and based on deep knowledge of the technology, and the other more distant with
contractors central to accomplishment of various tasks. So, for example, at the
Marshall Spaceflight Center at Huntsville, Germans rebuilt boosters received from
the contractor to their more exacting standards. At the KSC, the intense political and
program pressures necessitated a different approach. The result was a loss in technical
proficiency because, when budget cuts came, contractors normally went first. These
cuts are a fact of organizational life and devastated the KSC after Apollo, and there will
be similar effects related to the cuts that will follow the shuttle’s shutdown in 2010.
This raises the other aspect of the book and its underlying thesis. At the
cutting edge of science and technology, it is assumed that there exists a split between
the operational (the KSC), and the design culture of NASA (the Marshall Spaceflight
Center in Huntsville and the Johnson Space Center in Houston), where innovation
occurs. The thesis is that: “operations have in fact been crucial to the success of
NASA and the space program since their earliest days. Only the tendency to separate
scientific research and technological innovation from operations keeps us from seeing
this” (23). “The history of KSC, however, challenges this assumption as well. It
argues against a sharp separation between incremental and radical innovation. At the
level of operations, incremental improvements and knowledge gained from handson work can often have radical implications. Striking breakthroughs can be built on
the accumulation of small but continuous improvements of the sort that happen
at the operational level” (24). “Overcoming the barriers between the operational
culture and the design culture of NASA has been a major challenge, and one that
KSC has struggled with throughout its history” (25). At the beginning of the Apollo
and space shuttle programs, the KSC was generally disparaged by the other centers
as a mere truck stop. During each program, the role of the KSC personnel grew
in importance as they grappled with the shortcomings of the experimental vehicle
delivered for launch. This struggle has been ongoing since the Apollo program and
continues into the present as highlighted by the two shuttle disasters, both critical
and ultimately fatal events that occurred during liftoff even though the damage was
not obvious until Columbia’s reentry from orbit. The authors continually return to
the theme of operations and design, even though, after a point, the struggle between
the two became commonplace, part of the background noise within the larger launch
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process. The Columbia Accident Investigation Board finally recognized this reality
authoritatively after the 2003 Columbia reentry disaster when the space shuttle was
classified as an experimental vehicle.
Final Countdown is cast as a personal overview of the space shuttle program
as it heads into its final years before shutdown in 2010. The author, Pat Duggins, a
space reporter for NPR in Orlando, does an interesting job of humanizing the space
program while weaving technical facts and human episodes into the narrative. The
focal point here is more personal than in the KSC volume, as the author injects his
experiences as a reporter covering the space program at the KSC into the narrative.
That includes, for example, personal photographs of Columbia debris mounted on
frames in order to determine the disaster’s cause. In one sense, this is an alternative
view of the KSC by an informed outside observer. Duggins also works a history of
the NASA space program over the last forty years into his discussion of the shuttle
program’s impending demise.
Even though the two works cover much of the same ground, their perspectives
are different. The KSC volume focuses on the NASA infrastructure at the KSC and
beyond and the denizens that populate it, while Final Countdown concentrates more
on interactions with the larger community in Florida within which the space program
operated over the years. Both survey the same crises that impacted the space program,
especially since the end of Apollo when the national drive to do more in outer space
withered despite NASA’s frantic efforts to pump up the budget to levels seen during
the Apollo program.
The KSC volume is well annotated and documented, reflecting its more
academic and research-based approach. It is well written for a general audience but is
sufficiently rigorous to meet the demands of the academic audience from whence the
authors are drawn. Final Countdown is clearly aimed at the lay audience as evidenced
by the use of limited selected references, including some official reports. As a reporter,
the author relies upon his field notes taken during his coverage of the space program
at the KSC. All of this is woven into a narrative that is both well written and, at times,
critical of NASA and its efforts, as Duggins reflects the perspectives held by close
observers of the NASA space endeavor. Both volumes meet their goals of bringing
the reader, especially the layperson, deeper into the space program in the context of
the KSC and its environs. The two volumes are highly recommended, keeping in
mind their different goals--one more academic and policy-oriented (KSC) and the
other more current events (Duggins). For Floridians, both volumes are interesting
for assessing the future directions of space activities in Florida. Given the changing
national view of civil space activities, Florida may find itself on the outside of the
field’s growth.
Roger Handberg
University of Central Florida
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